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Between trust and distrust in research with participants in conflict context  11 
Trust is often treated as a binary where research participants either trust 12 
researchers or not, whereas in reality trust is multi-layered. Drawing on 10 13 
months of fieldwork working with internally displaced persons and their 14 
non-displaced neighbours in rural Colombia, this article provides a more 15 
nuanced discussion of trust in research. It identifies ways in which 16 
participants are vulnerable, provides fieldwork strategies to address these 17 
vulnerabilities, and questions the assumption that extended time spent in 18 
the field necessarily results in greater trust. It argues that such beliefs 19 
underestimate the complexity of conflict and post-conflict research 20 
contexts where political and social relations are often unstable. 21 
Demonstrating that trust may be compartmentalised, and that trust and 22 
distrust can coexist, it proposes that the question researchers should ask 23 
themselves is not whether participants trust us or not but rather in what 24 
capacity and to what degree they (dis)trust us and what influences their 25 
level of trust. 26 
Keywords: trust; vulnerability; qualitative research; conflict; fieldwork; 27 
internal displacement  28 
 29 
Don Eduardo, who was displaced from the department of Tolima in Colombia, spoke of 30 
the injustices that internally displaced persons (IDPs) suffer.1 In his narrative he took 31 
emotional distance from the process; he spoke from his position as an IDP leader 32 
defending the rights of the displaced. He recounted the difficulties of accessing 33 
assistance, elaborated on the breach of IDPs’ rights, and emphasised the loss of land and 34 
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possessions; suggesting that displacement amounted to a ‘loss of stability’. He too had 35 
lost land - he had had three fincas (farms) in Tolima, he asserted. His daughter Juanita, 36 
who like her father is an IDP leader, echoed his sentiments. However, when she spoke 37 
of her father’s suffering and loss, she mentioned he had had two, not three fincas. Don 38 
Eduardo’s wife, Doña María, who unlike her husband retold their story without 39 
emotional reservations – her voice and statements conveyed anger, sadness and at times 40 
despair – recounted they had lost one finca only, not two or three.  It was ‘a beautiful 41 
one. It gave us all we needed’, she added with a hint of nostalgia. 42 
 Inconsistencies, such as the above example of different amounts of land that 43 
people lost, silences, reservations, but also great openness mark the variety of responses 44 
I came across during my research on displacement experiences in rural Colombia. I 45 
accessed my participants through a gatekeeper, and spent ten months in the field; 46 
nevertheless the rapport I managed to establish with people differed. Was I doing 47 
something wrong? Why did I not manage to reach a higher degree of trust; greater 48 
openness and preparedness to share experiences, feelings, beliefs and opinions? What 49 
was standing in the way of trust formation? Did those who told me half-truths (Fujii, 50 
2010) not trust me? Is it feasible to establish ‘complete’ trust in conflict and post-conflict 51 
environments, or in any research environment for that matter? These are some of the 52 
questions with which this article engages.   53 
 I conducted fieldwork in two parts, seven months in 2011 and three months in 54 
2012 which were divided between Porvenir and Esperanza, two villages in the department 55 
of Cundinamarca, and the capital, Bogotá. I worked both with internally displaced 56 
persons and their non-displaced neighbours. I lived with and worked alongside my 57 
participants and gathered the information through ethnographic interviews and participant 58 
observation. The two villages are relatively stable areas where, save for two incidents, I 59 
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did not experience any direct threat to my personal safety or that of my participants. 60 
Nevertheless, people were aware of their vulnerabilities and ‘on guard’ because of the 61 
ongoing conflict in other parts of the country, their past experiences of violence and 62 
displacement, occasional threats and extortions, the increased military presence during 63 
the time of local elections, and local factionalism. 64 
 Academics almost unanimously agree that trust forms an important aspect of the 65 
research process and is indispensable in research with conflict-affected and other 66 
marginalized populations (Bosk, 2004; Hynes, 2003; Lammers, 2007). Nevertheless, 67 
there has been relatively little in-depth analysis of trust in research and few seem to have 68 
written openly about the difficulties they encountered in securing trust (a notable 69 
exception being Chakravarty, 2012). Additionally, trust is too often treated as a binary; 70 
namely, that trust has either been generated or not (Wood, 2006). In this article I discuss 71 
various dimensions of participants’ vulnerabilities which influence the level of trust. I 72 
demonstrate that trust is complex and dynamic, that it exists to different degrees and that 73 
people can trust and distrust at the same time. The article reminds readers that human 74 
relationships are not simple, that fieldwork processes are not perfect and involve 75 
challenges but that this does not mean that they are ‘fatally flawed’ (Magolda, 2000a, p. 76 
210). 77 
 The article consists of four parts. The first part discusses the specific challenges 78 
that conflict and post-conflict environments have for the generation of trust. Considering 79 
that trust entails elements of risk and vulnerability, I identify the different dimensions in 80 
which participants were vulnerable and explain what was at stake had they misplaced 81 
their trust. Their vulnerabilities extended from the risk of loss of life, getting emotionally 82 
upset, exacerbation of community relations, to the potential influence on assistance flows. 83 
The second part explores the factors which influenced people’s perceptions of their 84 
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vulnerability, such as the extent to which we managed to establish trust based on common 85 
identification. It also presents some of the fieldwork strategies I employed to address 86 
people’s vulnerabilities. These were respect for confidentiality, gradual approach to 87 
asking sensitive questions, representation of data, and attempts at neutrality, which had 88 
its own ramifications on trust. In the third section I draw attention to the dynamic and 89 
compartmentalised nature of trust. I challenge the oversimplified presentations which hint 90 
at correlation between time spent in the field and generation of trust (see also Magolda, 91 
2000b) to stress that while trust and rapport can grow with time they should not be taken 92 
for granted. There are events often outside of researcher’s control which impact trust 93 
dynamics. The section also shows that trust is not a binary; trust is compartmentalised 94 
and can co-exist with distrust. The final, fourth part concludes. It argues that questions 95 
which ask whether participants trust the researcher or not and statements that trust is 96 
necessary for good research insufficiently capture the dynamic and complex nature of 97 
trust in conflict and post-conflict or any other research context. 98 
Trust, conflict and vulnerability  99 
The concept of trust does not relate solely to isolated individuals and their psychological 100 
states, but is a property of collective units and affects relationships between people (Lewis 101 
& Weigert, 1985, p. 968). Trust is therefore relational. It depends on our relationships 102 
either directly through interaction, that is our actions can influence how trustworthy we 103 
seem to be, or indirectly through other people and reputational effects (Hardin, 2002, p. 104 
3); that is, how trustworthy we come across depends on the information that other people 105 
give about us. There are three elements implicit in a number of trust definitions (Lewicki, 106 
2006, p. 94) which influence the level and nature of trust. First, a person’s trust of another 107 
depends on their predisposition to trust. Predisposition to trust is partly influenced by 108 
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early learning and involves extensive investment by others, such as parents (Hardin, 1992, 109 
p. 515). It is influenced by people’s biographies; therefore living in conflict for an 110 
extended periods of one’s life and following the unwritten ‘rules’ which help you survive, 111 
such as the rule of silence discussed below, is likely to result in lower pre-dispositions to 112 
trust. The second one concerns the history of the relationship. In other words, if our 113 
relationship has been characterised by a respect for trust, I am more likely to trust you, 114 
compared to histories where trust has been breached. The third one relates to situational 115 
parameters, such as the given context within which the relationship or interaction unfolds 116 
and which are often outside researcher’s control. This could be for instance sustained 117 
periods of violence or the particularities of a pre-election period. Situational parameters 118 
play an essential role in trust generation process, especially in highly sensitive contexts, 119 
such as conflict or post-conflict environment.         120 
 Conflict and post-conflict settings present some of the most complex and 121 
challenging research contexts. The elevated levels of misunderstandings, the unsettled 122 
grievances, and the presence of or remains of armed groups can generate an atmosphere 123 
of mistrust and suspicion among the population as a whole (N. Cohen & Arieli, 2014, pp. 124 
424-425). In conflict societies distrust permeates social relationships at the micro level, 125 
including within families, and substantially affects the social fabric (Green, 1995). This 126 
is also true for Colombia. Generations have gone by without experiencing peace in the 127 
whole of the country’s territory. Decades long conflict has generated a number of diverse 128 
armed groups the support for which can sometimes vary on the family level (Pécaut, 129 
1999). That is, members of the same family can support different groups. In such a ‘state 130 
of ambiguity’ the meaning of a ‘friend’ or ‘neighbour’ has lost the usual connotations of 131 
cognitive proximity (Castillejo Cuéllar, 2000, p. 264). They became more like strangers, 132 
whose actions are difficult to predict, which has repercussions on trust.  133 
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 Due to the negative effects conflict has had on social trust, a number of people 134 
practice la ley del silencio or the ‘rule of silence’. Like in some other conflicts (Goodhand, 135 
2000; Green, 1995) silence is an instrument of repression in Colombia. Silence imposed 136 
through terror keeps people in check. But silence is also used as a means of survival. As 137 
some participants explain, if they see a crime, they look away or if they hear something, 138 
they do not say a word. In a context where faith in the police is meagre, impunity levels 139 
are high, where some believe that chismes (gossip) can kill you, where there is lack of 140 
protection mechanisms which would prevent armed groups and members of criminal 141 
gangs from seeking retaliation, many find social silence the best survival strategy.  142 
 Conducting research in such circumstances provides specific challenges. Due to 143 
‘pain, shame, embarrassment, or fear’ certain topics fall within the category of 144 
‘undiscussables, let alone unmentionables’ (Zerubavel, 2010, emphasis in the original). 145 
Participants in conflict and post-conflict environments are fearful, guarded and can 146 
deliberately distort information (Chakravarty, 2012. p. 252). Carolyn Nordstrom warns 147 
that ‘[e]veryone has a story, complete with vested interests, and all the stories collide into 148 
contentious assemblages of partial truths, political fictions, personal foibles, military 149 
propaganda, and cultural lore’ (Nordstrom, 1995. p. 139). Ultimately, people may 150 
mistrust the motives behind research (Mackenzie, McDowell, & Pittaway, 2007). They 151 
may, for instance, be led by general fear that the researcher is an informant, base their 152 
distrust on previous experience in similar situations, or distrust that research will bring 153 
about any kind of positive change. 154 
 Trust entails elements of vulnerability (Bigley & Pearce, 1998; Mayer, Davis, & 155 
Schoorman, 1995) and risk (Hardin, 1992; Luhmann, 2000; Mayer et al., 1995). It 156 
concerns the ‘willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party’ 157 
(Mayer et al., 1995, p. 712). That is why conflict and post-conflict environments are so 158 
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particular. Involvement in research generates different degrees of vulnerabilities some of 159 
which are unique to politically sensitive contexts while others are also present in other 160 
research situations. In order to better understand what is at stake and what may stand in 161 
the way of trust, we need to unpack these vulnerabilities. Such unpacking helps us guide 162 
our actions while in the field, it helps us interpret and analyse the data that we gather, or 163 
indeed do not gather. 164 
 My participants were vulnerable in a number of ways, and to different degrees. 165 
They were vulnerable in diverse, sometimes overlapping dimensions – in physical, 166 
emotional, social, and partly also economic dimension. Physical dimension refers to 167 
physical consequences of participation. This could be curtailment of personal freedom 168 
and imprisonment if participants had entrusted me with information which I later by 169 
choice or following legal requirements reported to the police. They could be vulnerable 170 
to criminalisation by the state if their potential involvement in the coca cultivation, their 171 
potential support to the guerrilla groups, by choice or force, or their attempts to pass 172 
themselves off as IDPs became known. But participants’ willingness to take the risk and 173 
make themselves vulnerable could also be fatal. Had they misplaced their trust they might 174 
be in danger of retaliation from respective armed actors. In Porvenir, those displaced by 175 
the different armed groups have been resettled together. In the first couple of years after 176 
resettlement when the emotions were heated and resentment was still rife, disagreements 177 
among people resulted in two deaths. While the situation has calmed down, political 178 
disparities are still present. 179 
 Besides physical vulnerability, participants may be vulnerable emotionally. 180 
Discussions about violence and oppression may unwillingly and sometimes unexpectedly 181 
bring back painful memories which may last for days or weeks after the interview. While 182 
researchers may be present only for a short time, their questions ‘may reverberate for a 183 
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long time afterwards’ (Goodhand, 2000: 13). Some participants wish to speak about 184 
experiences of conflict as a means of a healing process. Alejandra, a displaced woman in 185 
her thirties who left Urabá, her area of origin, when she was still a teenager, said to me 186 
she ‘had to speak’. She would not speak for years after physical relocation, but this 187 
changed. The change was in part generated as a result of her participation in workshops 188 
for ‘displaced and vulnerable women’, where the psychologist running the workshops 189 
encouraged women to share their stories. Being able to share her experiences, Alejandra 190 
said, showed that she was ‘strong’ and it helped her to move on. There are, however, also 191 
others who prefer not to think of the violent past or present. Doña Flor, a displaced woman 192 
in her late fifties, said her ‘heart still jumps’ when someone mentions the paramilitaries. 193 
Even though she is physically away from conflict, the past is still very much present. 194 
Through agreeing to take part in research, participants place themselves at risk of having 195 
their ‘strength’ tested and can get emotionally upset also when researchers pose no 196 
questions related directly to experiences of violence.  197 
 Involvement in research may leave an impact on participants’ emotional stability. 198 
On the one hand, participants may be vulnerable to having their morals questioned. For 199 
instance, if they trust the researcher that they were involved in illegal or deviant activities, 200 
participants put themselves at risk of being morally judged. On the other hand, emotional 201 
stability is at risk when research involves people who know each other. There is a risk 202 
that other participants might reveal potentially damaging information about one, which 203 
may involuntarily affect one’s relationship with the researcher. People’s reputations and 204 
information we get about them can lead us ‘to approach the relationship attuned to trust 205 
or to suspicion’ (J. Cohen, 2000, p. 99). When some of the displaced in Esperanza 206 
complained about the dishonest practices that the IDP leaders were at times involved in, 207 
I found myself questioning their trustworthiness more than that of the other participants. 208 
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The relationship became not only about whether they trusted me, but also about the level 209 
to which I trusted them. More specifically, while I might have trusted the IDP leaders on 210 
certain general topics I was more doubtful and cautious with some other data they have 211 
provided, especially in relation to topics which were the point of disagreement between 212 
the leaders and other displaced persons.  213 
 A similar kind of vulnerability experience those participants, whose participation 214 
in research could make them vulnerable to stigma. These might be for instance survivors 215 
of sexual violence or the displaced, especially if their displacement status is not known. 216 
If the focus of research is narrow, and includes only the specified category of people, 217 
participants risk being associated with that group which could in certain cases bring on 218 
or deepen their stigma. Participants are additionally at a risk of being stigmatised if a 219 
secret part of their lives is revealed (Brannen, 1988; Dickson-Swift, Lyn James, & 220 
Liamputtong, 2008). 221 
 Closely related to the impact on emotional stability is the social dimension of 222 
vulnerability. Like trust, vulnerability is relational. Relational vulnerability refers to 223 
different webs of relationships. One such is the already mentioned relationship between 224 
the researcher and the participant. Another prominent web of relationships is that which 225 
exists among the participants, and between participants and other people on the ground 226 
who might not take part in the research. Researcher’s presence can make people more 227 
vulnerable in their relations. Some of my participants openly expressed their concern 228 
about their information being leaked to others in the village. When I first entered Doña 229 
Flor’s house and I explained I was conducting research on internal displacement and that 230 
I wished to speak with her about this issue, her eyes narrowed slightly and perhaps 231 
without really expecting an answer, she asked how she could know that I would keep my 232 
promise and not tell others what we had discussed. Doña Flor, a strong woman who 233 
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spends her days looking after the house and attends to a handful of workers who work on 234 
her and her husband’s well-kept coffee farm, leaves little to chance. She agreed to take 235 
part but was initially extremely cautious and very carefully chose what information she 236 
shared. She knew the relationships in the village were anything but harmonious and did 237 
not want to risk disturbing them more. If I had breached participants’ trust by sharing 238 
their stories, social relationships in the two villages and potentially also within families 239 
could have deteriorated. Additionally, if people are seen to trust the researcher with 240 
important information, this may result in mistrust from within the community. 241 
Community members might stop sharing their opinions, histories and feelings, fearing 242 
they might be leaked to the researcher.   243 
 Finally, there is also an economic dimension to vulnerability. In contexts where 244 
there is presence of humanitarian or development aid, research findings can potentially 245 
influence the flow of assistance. Alternatively, research participants might believe the 246 
researchers can affect its distribution, even if this is not the case, and thus perceive 247 
themselves as vulnerable. The latter is particularly true when our gatekeeper is a non-248 
governmental organisation (NGO) working in the area, and when participants rightly or 249 
mistakenly believe the researcher’s involvement with the NGO extends beyond the 250 
introduction to the research site. Two non-displaced people asked me directly about my 251 
conclusions on who lived in worse conditions, themselves or the displaced. The non-252 
displaced in the two villages are the so called historically poor, some without land or their 253 
own house, who even though they have not been displaced struggle to make a living. 254 
Nevertheless, they do not receive as much attention in governmental policies as the 255 
displaced. The non-displaced might have posed the question only to receive a 256 
confirmation of their own believes; but they might have also posed it thinking I would 257 
share these kinds of observations with the NGO through which I entered the two villages. 258 
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Through opening up their homes, research participants are making themselves vulnerable 259 
to comparative conclusions on greater suffering, which could potentially have 260 
consequences on the assistance they receive. 261 
Addressing vulnerabilities 262 
People have different perceptions of risk and these perceptions are highly subjective 263 
(Dickson-Swift et al., 2008, p. 5). What one person might consider vulnerability, someone 264 
else might not. My perception of people’s vulnerabilities also very likely differed from 265 
participants’ own impressions. One of the factors which influenced the level of perceived 266 
vulnerabilities and consequently the degree of trust that was generated was the extent to 267 
which we managed to establish common identification. ‘Identification-based trust’ is a 268 
stronger type of trust, which is based on empathy, understanding of one’s stance, and 269 
shared values (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996). When such an identification is present, both 270 
parties to trust ‘can be confident that their interests are fully protected, and that no 271 
ongoing surveillance or monitoring of one another is necessary’ (Lewicki, 2006, p. 96). 272 
In other words, people evaluate that the risk of their trust being misplaced is low.  273 
 Identification, considering that people have multiple identities (Ahmed, 2016), is 274 
situational rather than fixed. It can be based on a number of criteria, age, gender, ethnicity, 275 
religious affiliations, and political beliefs amongst others, which also intersect (Enguix, 276 
2014). My gender and age – I was in my thirties, of similar age as some of the women I 277 
interviewed, and like them also of rural background, helped me access certain items of 278 
information a male researcher might have not been able to. Because of the nature of the 279 
work in the countryside, I accompanied women in their daily chores to a greater extent 280 
than men, which created more opportunities to share. Some women, particularly the non-281 
displaced, told me stories of present and past family violence, their respective husbands’ 282 
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infidelity, or problems with alcohol. They likely assessed the risk of misplacing their 283 
trust, that I would for instance share their stories with their husbands, as lower.  284 
 Another important basis in the search of common identification, particularly with 285 
some of the displaced, was my assumed political affiliations. The latter greatly influenced 286 
the information participants shared or did not share with me. Due to my attempts at 287 
neutrality, I never stated my political preferences openly, but these became visible 288 
through our discussions, my actions, and ultimately also the questions I asked (Morris, 289 
Woodward, & Peters, 1998). Tatiana, a displaced woman in her late forties said she 290 
trusted me because she could see I cared for what was going on and that I too was in 291 
favour of socialist ideas. As Peritore (1990, p. 366) argues, researchers who are 292 
sympathetic or at least open to concerns of the group in question, can gain ‘emphatic 293 
appreciation’. Tatiana was an active member of Unión Patriótica (Patriotic Union) in the 294 
place of origin, a party on the political left, whose members were politically persecuted 295 
and many of whom have been killed. The fact that I originally came from a post-296 
communist country, I felt, only helped in the process of identification. Tatiana’s 297 
perception of the potential risk that I might abuse her trust, particularly in relation to what 298 
I termed above as physical vulnerability, was extremely low. She saw me as someone 299 
who understood her political engagements before her displacement, who did not judge 300 
her actions and as someone who would not use the information she trusted me with in a 301 
way which would harm her. This was to the extent that she trusted me with some 302 
politically very sensitive information, such as the names of her political colleagues that 303 
the paramilitaries were after, but who had managed to escape. I stopped her, told her I did 304 
not need to know that kind of information and made no attempt to memorise the names 305 
(and I did not) and I also did not record the information in any way. I possibly assessed 306 
her vulnerability as being higher than she had. Stopping Tatiana might have also 307 
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contributed to increased levels of trust. As Allen Feldman (1991: 12) points out, in order 308 
to learn it is necessary to show that there are places, things and people the researcher does 309 
not want to know about.  310 
 Alongside the effect of the similar affiliation and identification, there are a number 311 
of ways in which researchers can address participants’ vulnerability, and generate greater 312 
trust. The most obvious one, which helps address some physical, emotional and social 313 
vulnerabilities, is confidentiality. Confidentiality ‘implies that no one else will ever hear 314 
what the informant has said in a way that is attributable to him or her’ (Hammersley & 315 
Atkinson, 1997, p. 143). Hammersley and Atkinson continue that under the agreement of 316 
confidentiality, participants may be more willing to convey their true opinions and 317 
perspectives. But they will only do so if they feel the confidentiality agreement has not 318 
been breached. In small research settings and in snowball sampling there is a risk that a 319 
participant is identified if the researcher repeats a piece of information he or she has learnt 320 
even if they do not name the participant (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003). It is quite easy to 321 
trace the author of the statement, or assume who they may be. If a participant told me a 322 
piece of information about another participant, I would not mention the information or 323 
pose related questions unless the concerned participant brought it up him/herself. If I had 324 
done so, I would have run the risk of influencing local relationships and I would 325 
jeopardise the trust I had gained not only with participants in question but generally 326 
speaking. 327 
 I also restrained myself from asking direct questions when it came to what are 328 
assumed to be sensitive topics in order to decrease people’s emotional vulnerability. 329 
Sensitive research has the potential of posing a ‘substantial threat to those who are or 330 
have been involved in it’ (Lee, 1993, p. 4). The threat, Lee continues, comes 331 
predominately from three broad areas: as an intrusive threat dealing with private areas, 332 
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studies of deviancy which may stigmatise participants, and threats posed by research into 333 
political matters. My research encompassed all there. Despite its risks, research on 334 
sensitive topics is important, since shying away from it could be considered as evasion of 335 
responsibility (Dickson-Swift et al., 2008, p. 6). The question that remains is what 336 
strategies we can take to reduce people’s vulnerability. I took a flexible approach to my 337 
research in the sense that I allowed the process to shape the research. I used the 338 
participants’ stories to identify what they considered the most important issues, rather 339 
than having a fixed idea and framework. I allowed people to speak freely and would touch 340 
on what I thought could be sensitive issues only if they brought them up, or if I felt I 341 
could. Like Liisa Malkki (1995) I too ‘demonstrated my trustworthiness by not prying 342 
where I was not wanted’. Julia Brannen (1988, p. 553) similarly supports the idea of 343 
‘[a]llowing the research topic to emerge gradually in its own terms’, as the best 344 
methodological approach in sensitive research. Yet, it is also important to note that 345 
researchers cannot know how and if the participants will be affected (Dickson-Swift et 346 
al., 2008: 9). Participants’ response and reaction is often impossible to predict, a lesson I 347 
also learnt despite treating my participants with caution.   348 
 Another strategy of reducing people’s vulnerability, particularly economic but 349 
also emotional one, concerns the representation of data. Trust is not only about what 350 
people trust us with but also what they trust us to do when in the field but also after we 351 
leave it. Those that open up probably trust we are going to present them in a good light. 352 
While it is not often discussed, people care about how they are written about (Ellis, 2007). 353 
Or they at least trust that we will present them in a way that does not harm them, for 354 
instance, as stated above, by influencing the flow of assistance in a negative manner. 355 
What is at stake are individuals as well as the collective interests of respondents (Brannen, 356 
1988: 561). The understanding and appreciation of the given context is essential when 357 
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representing data. This includes the analysis of deviant behaviour where participants run 358 
a risk of moral judgement, or when we identify a lie. Contextualisation of the 359 
discrepancies in the amount of land Don Eduardo lost, which I presented in the 360 
introduction to this article, gives a possible explanation to the half-truths he and his 361 
daughter told me. The reparations that people receive hardly ever if ever reach the assets 362 
they have lost. Through claiming they have lost more than they actually have, the 363 
displaced are attempting to increase their chances of fairer reparations. The failure to put 364 
such instances in context risks affecting the relationship between the researcher and the 365 
participant, since the researcher might simply label the participant as a liar, and moral 366 
judgements may have consequences on participants’ self-image.   367 
 Lastly, in order to address predominately social vulnerability, I attempted to 368 
maintain ‘neutrality’. I put neutrality in inverted commas since we as researchers always 369 
bring our own ‘cultural identities, perceptions and preoccupations’ in the research process 370 
(Morris et al., 1998, p. 218); hence the extent to which we are neutral is open to 371 
discussion. The degree to which my attempts were successful is questionable as my 372 
decision affected the information I collected. A number of scholars agree that letting 373 
political sympathies be known is a precondition for a trusting relationship when working 374 
with conflict affected populations (Mackenzie et al., 2007). Examples from Mexico (J. 375 
Cohen, 2000), South Africa (Dawes, Tredoux, & Feinstein, 1989) and Guatemala (Miller, 376 
2004) confirm this. Those who suffered injustices need to know that we as researchers 377 
condemn those injustices, and this often entails taking sides. I took sides in the sense that 378 
I agreed with the non-displaced that more should be done to address their situation (albeit 379 
not at the expense of the displaced); I took sides with the displaced in the sense that I 380 
showed disapproval of their displacement regardless the armed group responsible for it 381 
and of the state’s response. What I did not do, though, is take sides in local disparities. I 382 
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was working with displaced persons, who were displaced by different armed actors, as 383 
well as with the non-displaced. Disagreements existed between the displaced and the non-384 
displaced, as well as among the displaced, and I could not afford to indicate an open 385 
support for anyone. Despite my ‘neutrality’ some people, without expressing this, 386 
associated me with certain participants (see also J. Cohen, 2015), either with the people I 387 
was staying with for longer periods of time, or with those with whom I felt greater 388 
connection and identification. Taking sides and speaking only to a group of the displaced 389 
would have probably yielded different information, possibly richer, and reduced the 390 
potential fear that I would share any information with those outside the ‘group’. However, 391 
social relations within the hamlet were one of my research interests, hence limiting myself 392 
to one group was not an option. Demonstrating my attempts at neutrality, while at the 393 
same time acknowledging the injustices participants have been suffering seemed the best 394 
approach to address the social dimension of vulnerability in the given situation. In some 395 
others, declarations of open sympathies might be a better option. 396 
 All these strategies were assisted by the extended time I spent in the field. 397 
Prolonged fieldwork enabled me to identify participants’ vulnerabilities and appreciate 398 
their extent. It also allowed people to evaluate and re-evaluate their vulnerabilities as the 399 
fieldwork progressed. It, however, in itself was not enough to generate trust. Rather, it 400 
permitted me to observe the non-linear nature of trust. In the continuation I discuss the 401 
dynamic but also compartmentalised nature of trust. Such appreciation helps show that 402 
participants’ perceptions of their vulnerabilities are not fixed but can change together with 403 
the circumstances. It also helps demonstrate that trust once gained is not necessarily there 404 
to stay, but also that trust consists at various levels.   405 
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Dynamic and compartmentalised nature of trust 406 
Literature often present trust in an uncritical framework, suggesting that the longer time 407 
spent in the field, the more rapport and trust researchers are able to build (Mazurana, 408 
Jacobsen, & Andrews Gale, 2013; Miller, 2004). Time and the history of a relationship 409 
influence the negotiation of trust, but the relation between time and trust generation is not 410 
as simple as sometimes portrayed. Long-term fieldwork does not necessarily result in a 411 
high level of trust. Maurice Punch (1979, p.13), while he established good rapport with 412 
his research participants, patrolmen in Amsterdam police, was surprised to discover that 413 
they were hiding a number of things from him. After his fieldwork had ended he joined 414 
his participants at a celebration where he writes that he in one night learnt more about the 415 
police than during his six-month fieldwork. In a similar research context, John Van 416 
Maanen also reflects that he ‘was purposefully led astray by certain patrolmen time and 417 
time again’ (Van Maanen, 1981, p. 213), even though he spent several months in the field.  418 
 Trust is dynamic, fluid and situational. Trust and rapport can change and 419 
sometimes with little warning (J. Cohen, 2015, p.14). In my research I experienced such 420 
change. I felt I gained substantial amount of trust during my first trip. People spoke about 421 
their experiences to me, and that was also the aim of my fieldwork. But similarly to Punch 422 
(1979) mentioned above, I realised that I had not established trust to the degree I had 423 
thought I had. Upon my return to the two villages, a number of people opened up more 424 
than during my first stay. Alongside them were those who did not, as well as those whose 425 
trust somehow retroceded. Linda and Carols, a couple in their forties, were one such 426 
example. They left Tolima, their area of origin, due to guerrilla’s presence and activity. 427 
During my first stay in the village Carlos told me he had spent some time in Los Llanos 428 
working in coca cultivation with his brother-in-law. When I asked him about it during my 429 
return to the hamlet both Carlos and Linda denied having such history. One of the 430 
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potential explanations for their change could be the change in security situation. The 431 
number of extortions and related casualties increased between my first and second visit 432 
to Porvenir and Linda and Carlos might have reassessed their trust and vulnerability as a 433 
result of this change. Namely, alterations of political climate can bring about a re-434 
evaluation of one’s trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995, p.727).   435 
 Another possible reason for the change was the fact that I decided to continue 436 
staying in Don Eduardo and Doña María’s house upon my return to Porvenir, even though 437 
Linda and Carlos had invited me to stay with them. My decision not to, did not contribute 438 
to a greater development of trust with Linda and Carlos. The two families did not get on 439 
well, largely due to different political views. Whenever I visited Linda and Carlos, Doña 440 
María showed her disapproval. On the other hand, when I was with Linda and Carlos I 441 
had to emphasise that I was not supporting any of the political parties – such assurances 442 
were particularly necessary in the period during the local elections in which Don Eduardo 443 
was a candidate for one of the seats in the local council. In cases like this I could feel the 444 
impact of my attempts at neutrality and the decision to not take sides in local 445 
disagreements. Jeffrey Cohen (2000, 2015) in his fieldwork in Mexico experienced 446 
similar change in relationships. The local elections undermined the trust he and his wife 447 
had managed to gain during months previous to elections. Due to the shifting political 448 
power and since they were caught in the middle, they felt alienated from the community.  449 
 In politically sensitive contexts being seen or associated with the ‘wrong’ person 450 
can inhibit progression of the trust-relationship or take you a step back in what has already 451 
been achieved. Burt and Knez (1996, p.83) write that ‘trust builds incrementally’, but that 452 
‘distrust has a more catastrophic quality’, in other words, that it develops a lot quicker. It 453 
might be difficult to imagine such ‘catastrophic quality’ in strong relationships, for 454 
instance within a family; however in temporarily formed relationships between researcher 455 
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and his/her participants a quick change is more likely. This is particularly the case when 456 
a new vulnerability is detected or experienced anew, even if at some other levels trust 457 
continues. Trust, after all, is not an all or nothing matter.  458 
 In many respects, trust in relation to research shares similarities to trust in non-459 
research contexts. If we reflect on everyday relationships we have with our friends, family 460 
members, and colleagues, what becomes clear is that relationships are multi-layered. We 461 
might be happy to trust a colleague the difficulties we are experiencing at work, but may 462 
not be so happy to share aspects of our personal life and vice versa. With those people 463 
with whom we have a regular contact, we develop a ‘thick trust’ relationship. We know 464 
them ‘well enough to know the limits of their trustworthiness’ (Hardin, 1992, p. 510). But 465 
most often than not, we reveal and in turn get to know only certain aspects of people’s 466 
lives in both our personal and professional lives; segmented relationships are the rule 467 
rather than an exception (Lewicki & McAllister, 1998, p.444).  468 
 Relationships that are born out of research are in many respects similar; we are 469 
likely to form a very tight-knit trust relationship with certain individuals, but the number 470 
of these tends to be small. The large majority will likely be people who might be 471 
comfortable speaking about certain aspects of their experiences but not others. They 472 
might be happy to narrate objective facts, which others may confirm, such as for instance, 473 
who were the actors responsible for displacement. But they might not be so willing to 474 
share their opinions or parts of their stories. Trust in such cases, Lewicki and McAllister 475 
write, is ‘compartmentalized’, in other words, this means that ‘relationship partners might 476 
trust each other in certain aspects, not trust each other in other aspects, and even distrust 477 
each other at times’ (1998, p. 450). Returning to the initial discussion on the dimensions 478 
of vulnerability, this means that participants’ perception of their emotional vulnerability 479 
might be low but they assess their physical vulnerability as high. As such they might 480 
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describe aspects of their experiences of displacement but leave out information on their 481 
potential sympathies or support given to any of the armed groups. Trust and distrust can 482 
thus coexist. 483 
Conclusion 484 
Research with people necessarily involves social relationships. Researchers engage in the 485 
conversation with research participants, who ultimately have the power to decide what 486 
kind of information – if any – they share with us, the detail they include, or they can 487 
mould a story in a way to produce a certain kind of narrative. The researcher, on the other 488 
end of the relationship, is the one who decides what to do with the information, who to 489 
share it with and how to present the participants. Hence, it comes as no surprise that it is 490 
commonly agreed that the establishment of trust is of significant assistance or even crucial 491 
for good research. Yet, establishment of trust is not a linear and straight-forward process, 492 
particularly not in complex conflict and post-conflict research contexts which are fraught 493 
with political, social and also economic instabilities. 494 
 It is necessary to have a more nuanced discussion on trust, which calls for a change 495 
in methodological focus. The intricate and dynamic nature of trust makes the question of 496 
whether we established trust with research participants or not seem inappropriate. It also 497 
makes the assertions that trust is necessary in research somewhat insufficient, since the 498 
statement fails to capture the complexity of human relationships, of research process and 499 
of trust itself. It seems more sensible to ask at what level participants trust us, in what 500 
capacity and circumstances they (dis)trust us, and what the trust-negotiation process has 501 
been influenced by. Such an approach calls for the identification and understanding of 502 
the dimensions in which participants are potentially vulnerable. It encourages us to place 503 
greater attention to the situation, and to our conduct and position in the research context. 504 
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What we ask, how we act, and how we present the information can have consequences 505 
for participants individually, on the group level, as well as for community relationships. 506 
Awareness of different dimensions of vulnerabilities also helps explain a potential sudden 507 
change in the nature of trust. Crucially, the appreciation of people’s vulnerabilities invites 508 
us to devise ways to address them to the extent this is possible. Researchers cannot control 509 
everything and many outcomes of research lie beyond our scope (J. Cohen, 2000, p. 321). 510 
Nevertheless, thinking about potential challenges can help us tackle these more efficiently 511 
(Bell, 2013, p. 121); it can thus positively contribute to a more trusting relationship. 512 
 513 
1 I have changed participants’ and some place names in order to protect their anonymity.  514 
 515 
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